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Å2007-08: Grain and soybean prices more than doubled, 

leading to food riots and unrest in some 60 countries 

ÅPrices eased somewhat with global recession 

Å2010-11: Another price spike helped fuel the Arab Spring 

Å2012: Prices again approaching or setting records 

An Era of Rising Food Prices 

Corn Futures Prices Wheat Futures Prices Soybean Futures Prices 
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Precarious Global Food Situation 

ÅDangerously small 

margin between grain 

consumption and grain 

production 

 

ÅNow we face long-term 

trends that: 

ïincrease food 
demand 

ïlimit food production 

World Grain Production and Consumption, 

1960-2011 

We are only one poor harvest away from chaos in 

world grain markets. 
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Demand Growing, Supply Strained 

Demand Side  

ÅGrowing population 

ÅPeople moving up the 

food chain 

ÅBiofuels turning food 

into fuel 

Supply Side 

ÅEroding soils 

ÅDepleting aquifers 

ÅPlateauing grain 

yields 

ÅRising temperature 
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From Surplus to Scarcity 

ÅIn the past, world had 

two safety cushions in 

case of harvest shortfall: 

ïidled U.S. cropland  

ïlarge stocks of grain  

ÅNow, we have lost those 

two safety cushions 

ïU.S. abandoned cropland 

set aside programs 

ïgrain stocks have fallen 

dangerously low   
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World Grain Stocks as Days of 

Consumption, 1990-2012 



Population Pressures 

Å7 billion people on the 

planet 

ÅEach year, nearly  80 

million  people added 

ÅSome 215 million 

women who want to 

plan their families lack 

access to family 

planning services 

ÅLarge families trap 

people in poverty 

We are fast outgrowing the earthôs capacity to sustain 

our increasing numbers. 
Photo Credit: Yann Arthus-Bertrand 

World Population, 1800-2010, with Projection to 2100 
 



System Overload 
ÅOverfishing: 80% of oceanic fisheries are being 

fished at or beyond their sustainable yield 

Photo Credit: USDA/ Stephen Ausmus; Yann Arthus-Bertrand 

ÅOvergrazing: The global grazing livestock 

population grew by 1.2 billion animals since 1960 

ÅOvercutting: The worldôs forests lose a net 5.6 

million hectaresðan area the size of Costa Ricað
each year 

ÅOverplowing: In parts of Africa, Asia, and the 
Middle East, productive cropland is turning into 
wasteland 

ÅOverpumping: Half the worldôs population lives in 

countries that are extracting groundwater from 

aquifers faster than it is replenished 



ÅWorld meat demand grew 

fivefold since 1950 

 

ÅAs incomes rise, some 3 

billion people in the 

developing world desire to 

eat more meat, milk, and 

eggs  

 

ÅThis requires more grain 

and soybeans for animal 

feed 

 

More Meat, More Feed 

World Meat Production by Type,  

1950-2010 

Photo Credit: USDA / Keith Weller 



ÅU.S. corn is largest crop of 

any grain worldwide, critical 

to world supplies 

ÅClose to 1/3 of U.S. grain 

now going to ethanol 

ÅGrain used to fuel U.S. cars 

in 2011 could otherwise have 

fed 400 million people 

ÅU.S. ethanol euphoria 

beginning in 2005 helped 

raise food prices worldwide 

Feeding Cars Instead of People 

Corn Use for Feed and Fuel Ethanol  

in the United States, 1980-2011 
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The grain needed to fill an SUVôs 25-gallon tank with 

ethanol once could feed one person for a year. 


